This contribution proposes an integrated approach to detect and quantify land-use and land-cover changes as a basis for studying and predicting changes in environmental processes leading to desertification. The approach has been applied in Tabernas (Almería, Southeast Spain), a representative area of the Mediterranean region where a combination of extreme environmental conditions and modifications of the land-use pattern that occurred in the last decades have led to increase the risk of desertification.
INTRODUCTION
Desertification is one of the most serious environmental issues at global, national, regional and local scales (UNEP, 1992; Imeson, 1996) . According to the UN Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) (UNCED, 1994), desertification means "land degradation in arid, semiarid and dry-subhumid areas resulting from various factors, including climatic variations and human activities". The main processes leading to desertification include the removal or destruction of the vegetation cover, soil salinization, soil acidification, soil contamination, loss of soil organic matter, soil compaction, and water and wind erosion (FAO/UNEP, 1984). The major effects of desertification are soil degradation, depletion and contamination of surficial and underground water, landscape deterioration and loss of biodiversity.
The European Mediterranean region, which covers Portugal, Spain (except the northern part of the country), the Southeast of France and most of Italy and Greece (Joffre et al., 1995) , is prone to desertification because of its particular environmental conditions (UNCED, 1994): seasonal drought, high rainfall variability and intensity, uneven and steep relief, and abundance of soils and rocks susceptible to erosion processes. Furthermore, human pressure accelerates the desertification risk in this region. Over the recent decades, the land-use pattern in the European Mediterranean region has changed because of agricultural intensification, even in marginal areas, and expansion of industrial-urban uses, including tourism (UNEP, 1986; Coccossis, 1991) . Consequently, many environmental issues have emerged, including destruction of vegetation cover, soil erosion, soil compaction, soil salinisation, soil pollution, soil "asphaltisation" (Rubio et al., 1998) , loss of biodiversity, landform changes, landscape deterioration and surficial and underground water pollution and depletion.
Aggravation of these environmental issues has led to an increase of the risk of desertification in extensive areas of the European Mediterranean region (UNCED, 1994; Rubio et al., 1998; Yassaglou, 1998) . Therefore, the analysis of land use changes and their environmental consequences has become an urgent need for this region.
This contribution shows an integrated approach to detect and quantify land-use changes as a basis for studying and predicting changes in environmental processes (e.g., soil erosion) leading to desertification. The
